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Executive summary 
 

1. Thanks to its constant innovation and high export propensity, the Italian industry of taps 

and valves represents a historical sector of specialization of Italian mechanics, as well as a 

flagship of the whole Made in Italy market proposition. Within this macro business, 40% 

of the turnover is generated by companies operating in the Oil & Gas (O&G) valves 

industry, most of which are located within a 100 km radius off the city of Bergamo: the 

beating heart of a cluster that goes far beyond the boundaries of the province, and 

successfully embraces all the phases of the production cycle. All in all, the sector accounts 

for approx. 290 companies (more than 2/3 of them located in Lombardy), employing just 

under 10.000 workers and generating an overall turnover of € 3.2 blns in 2017 (of which, 

90%+ generated by exports). 

 

2. The Italian O&G valve industry retains a leading position in the 9 € blns European market: 

indeed, one out of three euro of O&G valves produced in EU is Made in Italy, placing the 

country first in the European ranking, followed by Germany (27%) and Uk (8%). The 

Italian leadership reflects both strong specialization in the ball valves (1 over 1.9 € blns 

produced in the EU) and its components (1.2 over 3.0 € blns produced in the EU). Anyway, 

Italian companies place themselves at the top of the ranking even in niche products 

segments such as gate and butterfly valves. 

 

3. The sectoral production base in recent years suffered from the downward trend of the 

crude oil price, and the consequent reduction in investments by the Oil & Gas giants. In 

Italy there are nowadays twenty companies and about one thousand employees less than 

there were in 2015. The selection experienced in the last years reflects in the economic 
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and financial performance of companies, as revealed by a specific analysis performed over 

a sample of 149 companies from Italy, Europe, China, Japan-Korea and Other Asia. On 

average, the turnover of the so-selected sample experienced a 1.5% CAGR decrease 

between 2014 and 2017: in detail, significant contractions involved companies operating 

in the Advanced economies. 

 

4. The 2014- 2017 challenging period for the O&G valves industry clearly emerge when the 

analysis shifts to margins, affected by a steep contraction. Global EBITDA (as a percentage 

of total revenue) stood at 7% on average in 2017, 8 percentage points below the level 

reached in 2014: the downturn was particularly severe for the Western European cluster 

(-9.6 p.c. points). The Italian O&G valves companies weathered the deteriorating business 

conditions better than their European peers, reporting a 6 p.c. point decline in EBITDA 

margin in the same period. 

 

5. In a global trade context characterized by the ascent of Chinese producers, Italy place 

third among top World exporters of O&G valves, competing with Germany for the second 

place in ranking. Western Europe and MENA are the two top destination areas for Italian 

exports, overall accounting for 27% of foreign sales, followed by Asia and NAFTA (17% 

and 15%, respectively). 

 

6. Trade data highlight the double-digit growth of Chinese export (+12%), and the dynamism 

of flows originating from Germany (+7%), the only Advanced economy that gained 

market share against competitors. Regarding Italy, in 61 of the top-100 markets for O&G 

valves (absorbing almost 70% of ITA sales) exports grew at least in line with imports. 

Nonetheless, on average, the Italian producers proved able to catch only half of the 

potential opportunities generated by a global demand growing at twice the rate of the 

overall Italian export (+2.8%). The relative underperformance of Italian companies abroad 

has mostly to do with a sales geographical composition issue. Italian industry is indeed 

overexposed towards markets that underperformed against their peers in 2018 and, at the 
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same time, shows a sub-optimal presence in what configured as the world’s most dynamic 

regions. 

 
7. Following the early recovery signal in 2017, the global O&G valves trade experienced a 

6% expansion in 2018, on the back of the strong imports growth rate in the NAFTA 

(+14%) and, to a relatively lower extent, in the Western European and Asian markets. On 

the opposite, flows directed to the MENA confirmed the downward trend observed in 

2017, declining 4% on annual basis. 

 
8. The outlook for the O&G industry is closely tied to developments in the oil market. 

Thanks to a combination of improving global demand and OPEC supply cuts, both in 2017 

(+21%) and in 2018 (+29%) the Brent crude oil recovered most of the ground lost in the 

aftermath of the 2014 rout. The current trading at around 70 US$/b has a forecast of $66 

in 2019 and $65 in 2020. The global oil extraction investment flows are likely to further 

shift away from the Middle East region, towards the most active producing regions 

(Americas and Asia). Within this framework, a further growth in global O&G extraction 

investments can be expected (3.5% CAGR between 2019 and 2020), albeit at a slower pace 

compared to the high rate observed in the past two years. 

 

9. According to the patent analysis, with certified inventions used as a proxy for innovation, 

Italy holds the fourth place among the most innovative countries and showed a good 

degree of vitality over the last few years. By measuring the number of citations received 

from the stock of patents held by a country (“innovative scope”), Italian companies hold 

the third place, far superior not only with respect to their European counterparts, but also 

to a technological superpower such as the United States. The province of Bergamo ranks 

first, due to the very high number of citations received, which indicates the quality and 

the innovative capacity of the companies operating throughout its supply chain. 
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10. 10.The flair for innovation of the Italian O&G valves companies seems hardly replicable 

by competitors, at least in the short term. Within this framework, continuing investments 

in research, in order to keep the competitors far from bridging this gap, and choosing the 

right markets to focus on, are the two-base strategy for the Italian companies. 


